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4.3 Numerals
4.3.0 Definitions and challenges
4.3.0.1 What is a numeral?
Generally speaking, when the term ‘numeral’ is used in the nominal domain, it indi-
cates an item specifying the number of the entities referred to.
At closer inspection, numerals can be classified according to three main catego-
ries: cardinals (which answer the question ‘how many?’), ordinals (which answer the 
question ‘in what order?’), and distributive numerals (which answer the question ‘how 
many each?’). The grammar writer should first identify cardinals and then ordinals and 
distributive numerals which are usually derived from cardinals. Notice that not all lan-
guages have a distinct word class for ordinals and distributives (Dryer et al. 2013).
In particular, cardinal numerals are used to count entities and also as a strat-
egy to express plurality [Semantics – Chapter 9]. In some sign languages plurality is 
expressed via noun reduplication [Phonology – Section 3.3.1]. However, in some sign 
languages (e.g. DGS), the two strategies, namely, modification by cardinal numerals 
and noun reduplication, are not compatible. In others (e.g. ESL), the presence of the 
numeral does not have a blocking effect over noun reduplication.
a. five book 
 ‘five books’ (DGS, Steinbach 2012: 120)
b. *five book++ 
 ‘five books’ (DGS, Steinbach 2012: 120)
c. apple big four
 ‘four big apples’ (ESL, Miljan 2003: 214)
d. cup+++ four 
 ‘four cups’ (ESL, Miljan 2003: 214)
4.3.0.2 Numerals and number
In the investigation on syntactic phenomena concerning the nominal domain of 
a language, it is important not to confuse two similar terms, namely numeral and 
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number. Numerals express a numerical quantification (e.g. ‘two’, ‘seven’, ‘twenty-
six’), whereas number marks count distinctions (e.g. singular, plural, dual, trial) on 
nouns, adjectives, determiners, etc.
4.3.0.3 Methodological challenges
Sometimes it may be difficult to determine whether a numeral co-occuring with a 
noun modifies it or whether it has a predicative function. Prosodic clues may help 
identify the construction. It has been noticed in TİD, for instance, that the numeral 
and the noun can be separated by a prosodic break, namely a head nod or an eye 
blink (Zwitserlood et al. 2012), as in (b). In this case, the two elements are not con-
tained in the same syntactic constituent (as in (a)) and the numeral is predicative.
a. four cup
 ‘four cups’
 eyeblink
 headnod
b. cup two
 ‘of cups, there are two’
 (TİD, Zwitserlood et al. 2012: 1648)
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Therefore, non-manual markers may help the grammar writer to determine whether 
the numeral is included in the noun phrase or not.
This section discusses the distribution of numerals, focusing on the case of car-
dinals since this type of numerals has received the most attention in the literature. 
Therefore, the two terms will hereafter be used interchangeably.
In order to study the syntactic behavior of cardinals, the grammar writer should 
consider several aspects: word order issues (i.e. the distribution of the cardinal vis-
à-vis the noun), the possibility to have cardinals included in floating constructions, 
the distinction between definite and indefinite reading, phenomena of numeral 
incorporation, the role of the prosodic contour, and cardinals included in Measure 
Phrases.
4.3.1 The position of the numeral
In principle, cardinals can be found in three distributional patterns: i) they may 
precede the noun, as in NZSL, shown in (a); ii) they may follow the noun, as in LSQ, 
shown in (b); iii) they can be repeated so that they sandwich the noun, as it some-
times happens in VGT, shown in (c).
a. two lecturer
 ‘two lecturers’ (NZSL, Wallingford 2008: 12)
b. student three
 ‘three students’ (LSQ, Bouchard & Parisot 2004)
c. two monkey two
 ‘two monkeys’ (VGT, Heyerick et al. 2010)
4.3.2 Floating numerals
Many languages are known to have constructions with floating quantifiers [Syntax – 
Section 4.4.2]. In these constructions a quantifier such as all, both, each is separated 
from the rest of the noun phrase, as shown in the example below:
The children have all read the books.  (English)
In some languages, numerals may enter a floating construction similarly to quanti-
fiers. In the following Japanese example, the numeral ‘two’ modifies its noun phrase 
‘student’ even though another constituent ‘office’ occurs in-between.
Gakusei-ga ofisu-ni huta-ri ki-ta.
student-nom office-to two-cl come-pst
‘Two students came to the office.’ (Japanese, Miyagawa 1989: 43)
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This construction has been found in a sign language as well. In ASL, a numeral can 
be stranded when the noun phrase it modifies is topicalized [Pragmatics – Section 
4.2] (Boster 1996).
 top
book i want three
‘I want three books.’ (ASL, Boster 1996: 159)
However, it is not possible to topicalize the numeral on its own, as in the following 
example.
 top
*three i want book
‘I want three books.’ (ASL, Boster 1996: 159)
If the noun phrase contains an adjective, it will accompany the noun rather than the 
stranded quantifier as shown in these examples:
  top
a. red book i want three
 ‘I want three red books.’ (ASL, Boster 1996: 170)
  top
b. * book i want three red
 (Intended: ‘I want three red books.’) (ASL, Boster 1996: 170)
The grammar writer should check if these options are available in the language under 
investigation. 
4.3.3 Definite and indefinite reading
In the study on the distribution of numerals, the grammar writer should verify the 
semantic interpretation of numerals. If they are associated with first-mentioned ref-
erents (i.e. entities that have not yet been introduced into the discourse), they receive 
an indefinite [Pragmatics – Section 1.3] / indefinite reading. If they are associated with 
already-mentioned referents (i.e. entities that have already been introduced into the 
discourse and can be identified by the interlocutor), they receive a definite [Pragmat-
ics – Section 1.2] / definite reading.
In some languages, this semantic distinction corresponds to different distribu-
tional patterns. For example, in Shupamem, numerals with indefinite interpretation 
are prenominal, whereas numerals with definite interpretations follow the noun and 
trigger the presence of an obligatory agreement marker. 
a. pɛʔ pón
 two child.pl
 ‘three books’ (Shupamem, Vázquez-Rojas 2011: 235)
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b. pón pí pà: 
 child.pl agr two
 ‘the two children’ (Shupamem, Vázquez-Rojas 2011: 235)
The fact that the position of the numeral vis-à-vis the noun can be affected by 
information structure has also been reported in sign language research. In partic-
ular, it has been noticed that in LIS when numerals are associated with discourse-
new information (i.e. indefinite reading), they can appear either before or after 
the noun. When they convey discourse-old information (i.e. definite reading), 
they must appear in postnominal position (Mantovan, Geraci & Cardinaletti 2014).
two child
‘two children’
child two
‘two children/the two children’
 (LIS, Mantovan, Geraci & Cardinaletti 2014: 115–116)
The two cases might be distinguished also by different non-manual markers. This is 
the case in LIS, where cardinals with indefinite reading are usually accompanied by 
backward-tilted head and raised eyebrows, whereas those with definite reading are 
compatible with squinted eyes, lowered eyebrows, and chin down. 
4.3.4 Numeral incorporation
In some special cases, it is not possible to determine the position of the cardinal with 
respect to the noun because the two signs come together to form a single sign. Specifically, 
the hand configuration of numerals (usually from 1 to 5, in some cases from 1 to 10) com-
bines with movement, location, and orientation of a noun root. This complex phenom-
enon is an instance of simultaneous morphology and is known as numeral incorporation.
Numerals cannot be combined with any type of noun root. The signs which can 
undergo numeral incorporation are usually nouns indicating temporal information 
(e.g. hour, week, month) and pronouns. 
a. two-hour
 ‘two hours’ (DGS, Steinbach 2012: 122)
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b. two-you
 ‘the two of you’ (DGS, Steinbach 2012: 122)
Other signs that can be modified in order to accommodate numeral incorporation are 
classifiers.
three-highway
‘three lane highway’ (ASL, Jones 2007: 87)
4.3.5 Measure Phrases
Cardinals might show a special distributional pattern when included in Measure 
Phrases (e.g. ‘three weeks’). Measure Phrases are constructions containing a noun 
referring to a measure of time, capacity, weight, length, temperature, or currency. 
For example, in LIS, cardinals within Measure Phrases consistently precede the 
measure noun showing a different pattern with respect to other cardinals.
a. five month
 ‘five moths’ (LIS, Mantovan, Geraci & Cardinaletti 2014: 115)
b. four-hundred meter
 ‘four hundred meters’ (LIS, Mantovan, Geraci & Cardinaletti 2014: 115)
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4.4 Quantifiers 
4.4.0 Definitions and challenges
4.4.0.1 What is a quantifier?
A quantifier is an expression that identifies the number or amount of the set 
denoted by the noun it modifies. The following are some of the quantifiers / quanti-
fiers [Lexicon – Section 3.10.2] in English: no, some, both, few, a few, several, enough, 
many, most, each, every, all, and numeral [Lexicon – Section 3.10.1] quantifiers such 
as two, three. Since Section 4.4. describes numerals, in this section we concentrate 
on the quantifiers other than numerals. Quantifiers are typically classified together 
with determiners [Lexicon – Section 3.6] / determiners or nominal modifiers. 
4.4.0.2 Methodological challenges
Similar to the methodological problem discussed for numerals [Syntax – Section 4.3], 
one challenge in analyzing quantifiers is to identify whether a sequence of a noun and 
a quantifier such as children many constitutes a quantifier phrase such as ‘many 
children’ or a predicative structure such as ‘As for children, there are many.’
4.4.1 The position of the quantifier 
Quantifiers may precede or follow the noun they quantify, that is, the head noun. In 
the following example from ASL, the quantifiers precede the noun GIRL: 
all/one/none girl like math
‘All/one/no girl(s) like math.’ (ASL, Davidson & Gagne 2014)
NGT patterns with ASL in that quantifiers precede the head noun in NGT, as in (a) 
and (b). In LIS, however, quantifiers follow the head noun, as in (c) and (d) (Brunelli 
2011). 
a. all car expensive nice
 ‘All expensive cars are nice.’  (NGT, adapted from Brunelli 2011: 52)
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